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Australian universities now commonly list creativity amongst the generic attributes that 
graduates are expected to have achieved or demonstrated upon graduation. While this 
reflects emerging local and global trends to encourage creativity at every educational level, 
creativity as a generic capability has special difficulties. These include problems of 
definition, its perceived value, the gap between espoused beliefs and practice, and tensions 
between standards and accreditation agendas and the desire to embed creative outcomes in 
the curriculum. Contextual and disciplinary differences also shape the expression of 
creative teaching and teaching for creativity. This paper explores these issues, 
acknowledging the role of information and communications technologies in shaping the 
technology-enhanced learning spaces where creativity may emerge. Csikszentmihalyi’s 
model of creativity as a system of interactions is presented as a useful foundation for 
furthering the discourse in this domain, along with the notion of creative ecologies as 
spaces for effecting change. 
 
Keywords: creativity, graduate attributes, creative ecologies 
 
 
Introduction and background 
 
Governments, business, scholars and educational bodies across the world are seeking to 
promote creativity within society as a necessary human capability to assist individuals and 
society adapt to a rapidly changing world (Araya, 2010; European University Association, 
2007; NCIHE, 1997; Niu, 2006). The focus on creativity has emerged alongside global 
developments and changes in technology, science, economics, politics, culture and society. 
Creative capacity is seen as a driver for change, and a means of coping with, and contributing 
to the knowledge society and the creative economy (Araya, 2010; Florida, 2002).  
 
Creativity, however, by its very nature, is acknowledged to be conceptually and practically 
problematic for educators, especially those working within the constraints of large higher 
educational organisations (European University Association, 2007; Jackson & Sinclair, 2006). 
Acknowledged constraints on creative development include the high risks associated with 
creative work, problems with assessment and standards, the “supremacy of content”, and the 
lack of resources which include time and the ability to make or implement changes (Jackson, 
2006a, p.5). Nonetheless, McWilliam and Dawson (2008a) maintain that creativity is core 
business for universities. It is no longer the preserve of exceptionally gifted and talented 
individuals, those possessing “first generation” or “high” creativity (Craft, 2001, p.46). It is 
argued that “small c” or “second generation” creativity is a capability that can be fostered in 
all students, especially within collaborative contexts (McWilliam & Dawson, 2008a, p.663; 
Craft, 2006). This may be unsettling news for many practitioners, however, as it raises new 
 questions relating to educational design and implementation within already complex learning 
environments. 
 
Research into generic attributes or capabilities indicates that teachers’ beliefs (educational and 
epistemological) and actual teaching practice are not necessarily congruent: there can be a gap 
between “what is valued and what is taught” (Jones, 2009, p.175). Creativity as a graduate 
attribute may be similarly problematic, and somewhat invisible, because it is often subsumed 
within other generic capabilities such as problem solving, critical thinking and 
communication. Jones argues that the importance of disciplinary culture cannot be 
underestimated with respect to embedding generic attributes, nor can the difficulty of making 
tacit knowledge explicit, e.g. by “reducing complex attributes to definable learning outcomes” 
(p.175). Each discipline values and frames generic capabilities differently (Jones, 2009), and 
creativity is no different in this respect (Fryer, 2006).  
 
Contextual factors also influence the embedding of espoused graduate capabilities into 
curricula. One factor of particular significance is that of digital technologies or ICTs. Social 
media, mobile technologies and other information and communication technologies (ICTs) 
are radically transforming students’ ability to be creators and producers of knowledge (Araya, 
2010; McWilliam, 2007). As a student’s relationship to consumption and production of 
knowledge changes, so do their interactions within and around the educational system change, 
along with expectations of formal education and their ability to shape the culture.  
 
Australian universities now commonly list creativity, either explicitly or implicitly, as 
graduate capability (McWilliam & Dawson, 2008b), and it is increasingly mapped into 
accreditation and standards documentation, indicating sector wide recognition of its 
importance. In order to meet the challenge of putting beliefs about creativity into practice, 
academics need models on which to draw as they design for their own and students’ creative 
outcomes in the “technology-enhanced” (Goodyear & Retalis, 2010) learning environments 
that now underpin higher education. The literature suggests there is room for further inquiry 
into this problem, and examination of the barriers and enablers for practitioners, noting the 
impact of context and disciplinary culture. This paper reviews some of the literature around 
these issues, outlines a number of conceptions of creativity, and discusses a model of 
creativity proposed by Csikszentmihalyi (1996). The model is based on the interactions that 
contribute to the emergence of creativity in the pedagogical context.  
 
Conceptions of creativity 
 
Creativity as a concept is acknowledged to be elusive and complex, difficult to define and 
explain (Jackson & Sinclair, 2006). While the terms creativity and innovation are often 
treated synonymously, it is useful to employ Bridgstock, Dawson, and Hearn’s (2011) 
distinction between the two, that is, that creativity is seen as an individual capacity, while 
innovation is characterised as a “systemic output of organisations” (p.105).  
 
There is general consensus that creativity necessarily builds on the work of others 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; Howkins, 2010). Howkins (2010) however, states that creativity 
cannot be defined, but allows that it can be explained. Bleakley (2004) argues that the term is 
often used uncritically and reified, and what is required is a social constructivist reading of 
“the creative” (p.466), so that plural creativities are allowed and context acknowledged.  
 
 In western culture, the conception of creativity has moved from Aristotelian notions of 
genius, mystical powers, giftedness and even madness (Albert & Runco, 1999), to definitions 
that tend to focus on novelty and originality, and often a concern with value and 
appropriateness. For example, Sternberg, Kaufman, and Pretz, (2002, p.1) define creativity as, 
“the ability to produce work that is novel (i.e. original, unexpected), high in quality, and 
appropriate (i.e. useful, meets task constraints)”. Finding a broad definition that suits all 
learning and teaching situations, however, is problematic. Csikszentmihalyi’s definition of 
creativity as “any act, idea or product that changes an existing domain, or that transforms an 
existing domain into a new one” (1996, p.28), is best suited to first-generation creativity, as it 
is concerned with significant change to a set of values or sphere of activity. While this 
addresses first-generation activity, it is not well suited to second-generation creativity, 
especially in the domain of teaching practice. As a possible alternative, Arthur Koestler’s 
(1964, p.96) definition is worth consideration: “the defeat of habit by originality”. Developed 
for his treatise on creativity, it naturally reflects the author’s literary and journalistic 
background and concern with language. This definition relates well to pedagogy where 
creative teaching can be viewed as the process of defeating tried and true habits, employing 
new strategies, and taking risks to enact change. The definition is, however, arguably limited 
for those who maintain that a definition of creativity must include reference to judgement and 
appropriateness (e.g. Robinson, 2001; Sternberg et al., 2002).  
 
As further evidence of the complexity of the notion of creativity, attempts to find consensus at 
the discipline level for a common definition prove problematic. For example, Williams and 
Askland (2009) discovered significant variation in the conceptualisation of creativity amongst 
architecture and design practitioners. In their project, some teachers emphasised design 
methodology, others the design product or process, or the designer, or the use of knowledge-
based systems in their definitions. Williams and Askland concluded, for the purposes of their 
project, that a more general definition was required, namely “the development of novel and 
appropriate solutions to problems” (p.9). Similarly, Swirksi, Wood, and Solomonides (2008), 
enquiring into creativity as a graduate capability for business students, came to a definition of 
creativity as “the capability to respond to change by analysing, applying and expanding 
knowledge”. These definitions may be appropriate for disciplines particularly concerned with 
problem solving; however some disciplines more concerned with creativity as artistic and 
personal expression might find the definitions limited and therefore inadequate for their 
purposes.  
 
A model for creative interactions 
 
It soon becomes clear that finding a definition for creativity that meets all frames of reference, 
contexts and purposes is either impossible, or at best limited, and Bleakley’s (2004) argument 
for plural conceptions of creativity seems convincing. Csikszentmihalyi (1996) offers a 
framework that further supports the discourse on this topic. In addition to his definition 
provided above, Csikszentmihalyi conceptualises creativity as a system comprising three 
elements: a culture (of domains), the individual, and a field of experts. This model could be 
applied to first- or second-generation creativity.  
 
Creativity results from the interaction of a system composed of three elements: a 
culture that contains symbolic rules, a person who brings novelty into the symbolic 
domain, and a field of experts who recognise and validate the innovation. All three 
are necessary for a creative idea, product or discovery to take place 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1996, p.6). 
  
This socio-cultural construction of creativity provides a useful framework for exploring the 
place of creativity in higher education and focussing on the interactions within that system. 
The model should be seen as organic and holistic, rather than constraining. It serves as a point 
of reference for the key elements that contribute to the emergence of creativity. The model 
can be used to exemplify interactions at the organisational level and at the level of classroom 
activity. For example, the culture, which includes domains of interest, might be that of the 
discipline and the institution with its explicit and implicit rules and regulations in which 
teachers operate. The person is the teacher with their strengths and preferences, and the field 
of experts or gatekeepers may include academic colleagues, deans and external accreditors, all 
of whom validate creative effort in relation to teaching. At the level of student interaction, 
institutional culture determines the symbolic rules which either promote or minimise 
creativity; the student is the person who brings a variety of dispositions, values and 
knowledge of the domain to the learning context; and the field of experts who recognise 
student creativity includes academics in the subject area and increasingly, experts and peers 
from wide social and knowledge-based networks, within and beyond the classroom. Digital 
technologies that contribute to the production of creative outcomes and critique are key to this 
system at all levels. Recognising these interactions as inter-related and fluid, assists our 
understanding of creativity and how the process of embedding creativity into curricula is not 
merely matter of following a list of guidelines like a recipe, helpful as that might be. It is 
about understanding the whole picture and each of the elements as they interact to either 
promote or limit change. 
 
Valuing creativity  
 
As arguments grow for building creative capacity in society, the discourse tends to centre 
around three co-existing platforms: economics and business, innovation and the knowledge 
society, culture and citizenship (Cunningham & Jaaniste, 2010). Economic and business 
arguments for the promotion of creativity as a driver for innovation and entrepreneurship are 
pervasive, and there is much commentary on the development of creativity within society 
(Araya, 2010; Florida, 2002). Hearn and Bridgstock (2010, p.94) argue that modern 
economies now depend on innovation and creativity, and that we need graduates who are 
adaptable, can generate fresh ideas and knowledge, are responsive to changes in technology 
and capable of working in cross-disciplinary teams. Smith-Bingham (2006), however, 
cautions against the rhetoric that often clusters around this discourse, as he claims it leads 
negatively to the “dominance of the innovation agenda” (p.10). He nevertheless encourages 
critical debate over this “prized asset” (p.11). 
 
Researchers such as Rooney (2010) call for a more nuanced approach in valuing creativity, 
arguing for “creative wisdom” as an objective of education. From this perspective, creativity 
is an enabler that links wisdom, values and ethics, leading to social renewal and 
transformation. It goes beyond teaching students to have creative ideas: “It has to assist 
students in dealing with the politics and discursivity of being creative, and in evaluating the 
creativity of others” (Rooney, 2010, p.197). Anna Craft (2006, p.346) calls for “creativity 
with wisdom” arguing that creativity is not value free, and that we need to guard against 
“cultural blindness” and “environmental disregard” in our attempts to nurture creativity. 
Barnett (2012) extends the argument further, seeing creativity not only as an important 
element of future knowing and learning, but of wisdom. He asks: “How do we learn for an 
unknown future?” (p.70). In a fragile world of “supercomplexity”, where skills and 
knowledge are not enough, where all knowledge is contestable, Barnett concludes that 
 students will need to be comfortable with “knowing-in-and-with-uncertainty” (p. 70), and 
have developed creative ways of knowing in order to ‘be’ in the future. This is as true for 
teachers as for students. In addition, Csikszentmihalyi (1996) argues that solutions to the most 
serious world problems, such as poverty, overpopulation, and climate change, may well come 
about as a result of applied creative thinking. He also reminds us of the centrality of creativity 
as part of the human condition, claiming that “most of the things that are interesting, 





Along with the rise of the creative economy there has been growth of the so-called “creative 
classes” (Florida, 2002) – designers, artists, educators, scientists and professionals – people 
who generate new knowledge and ideas. Members of these classes are well represented in 
higher education. Higher education institutions are recognised as repositories of intellectual 
and social capital, so it is reasonable that they also be recognised as centres of  “creative 
capital”, operating as “creative campuses” (McCulloch-Lovell, 2010, p.525). As Tosey (2006, 
p.33) argues: “From a complexity perspective HE [higher education] institutions cannot help 
but be creative. They are full of capable people who are constantly using their ingenuity in 
interaction with others”. Howkins (2010, p.4) also argues that these sorts of rich environments 
generate “creative ecologies”, places where creativity thrives because the relationships 
amongst people in the ecosystems are optimal. These ecologies are characterised by 
“diversity, change, learning [and] adaptation” (p.4): the more fertile the niche, the more 
creative the outcomes. However, there is a tension between the espoused rhetoric calling for 
more creativity, and difficulties cultivating it in practice. As well as the pedagogical issues 
mentioned earlier, administrative systems, which of necessity must focus on order and 
accountability, may not be flexible enough to cope with new pedagogical visions; and 
pressure for greater regulation, transparency and auditing of teaching practice (Strathern, 
2000) create tensions, all of which McWilliam (2007) argues, inhibit creativity and create a 
culture with little tolerance or room for risk and failure. In addition, while western education 
in theory seeks to promote creativity, there is pressure to increase testing and standardisation 
in order to improve competitiveness with large emerging economies. Countries like China, by 
contrast, are moving to reduce testing and conformity, and foster creative opportunities in 
order to better compete globally (Zhang et al., 2012).  
 
In thinking about universities as creative ecologies, it is useful to reflect on 
Csikszentmihalyi’s (1996) model, which is concerned with change and the interactions of 
people and their environment. The model is a sufficiently adaptable that it can accommodate 
the idea of emergence. Emergence is said to be a key property of complex, adaptive systems, 
and fundamental to enacting change (Seel, 2006). Emergence is “the process through which 
novel ideas, social forms and patterns of behavior arise in an uncoordinated way through 
human interaction” (Tosey, 2006). It cannot be “controlled, predicted or managed” (Jackson, 
2006a p. 10). Seel (2006) states that for creativity emergence in an organisation such as a 
university, certain conditions should be encouraged, namely: connectivity (not 
fragmentation), diversity (of all kinds), suitable rates of information flow, anxiety 
containment, proportionate power (well managed leadership), identity maintenance, provision 
of good boundaries, intentionality (compelling vision), positive emotional space, and watchful 
anticipation (incubation). It is no small task for universities to meet these conditions and as 
Tosey (2006) observes, universities tend to use their creativity to converge and control. 
 However, the imposition of too much order comes at the expense of emergence of fresh ideas, 
creativity and adaptability.  
 
From vision to practice  
 
There is a vision for creativity and innovation in Australian higher education at the highest 
levels. The strategically significant Bradley report on higher education (Bradley et al., 2008, 
p.11) noted that if research and innovation were to play a “pivotal role in Australia’s 
international competitiveness and ongoing prosperity”, then students need opportunities and 
space to develop capabilities which foster creative and innovative modes of inquiry and 
knowledge production throughout the course of their studies. This echoes recommendations 
made in the UK Dearing review of higher education (NCIHE, 1997), and other international 
reports on the promotion of creativity (European University Association, 2007; Niu, 2006; 
Smith-Bingham, 2006). The creativity agenda has also being taken up in the K-12 sector in 
Australia via the Gonski Review of School Funding (Gonski et al., 2011) and the national K-
12 schools curriculum (ACARA, 2012). Underpinning these affirmations and aspirations are 
various national statements committing to creative education (e.g. Australian Government, 
2013).   
 
In addition to these reports that have rhetorical value, an increasing number of projects have 
been supported with Commonwealth funds. These initiatives will potentially contribute 
towards the implementation of a more “imaginative curriculum” (Smith-Bingham, 2006, 
p.17). The projects often include cross-institutional collaboration, and focus on the 
development of creative outcomes for students and/or the support of pedagogical creativity 
for teachers. Examples include an initiative in architecture and design addressing assessment 
(Williams & Askland, 2012); a report on studio teaching and student engagement (Zehner et 
al., 2009); online creative problem solving tools for the Ingenium project (University of South 
Australia, 2012); and enquiry into creativity from a philosophical and transdisciplinary 
perspective (University of Tasmania, 2012).  
 
Defeating habit with originality 
 
Translating and adapting aspirations such as those found in the examples above into practical 
curricula is not an insignificant challenge. This is where gaps between beliefs and practice 
become apparent. The literature suggests that educators may not necessarily have the skills 
and knowledge to develop their own creative pedagogical practice, to develop students’ 
creativity, or to adequately measure and assess creativity (Fryer, 2006; Oliver, 2011). “Our 
problem is not that creativity is absent, but that it is omnipresent . . . it is taken for granted and 
subsumed within analytic ways of thinking that dominate the academic intellectual territory” 
(Jackson, 2006b, p.3). While teaching has long been acknowledged as a creative endeavor 
(Dewey, 1910; Wisdom, 2006), the discourse around creativity, while developing, is not well 
advanced in higher education. Yet teachers’ concepts in this domain need to be articulated in 
order to develop and effectively shape and share pedagogical practice.  
 
As a result of the lack of dialogue amongst practitioners and policymakers, the tendency in 
some fields has been to avoid explicitly addressing the issues regarding designing for and 
assessing creativity, and settling for ‘tick the box’ compliance (Kleiman, 2005). Universities 
are also increasingly challenged by government regulators to make the tacit explicit, to 
articulate and clarify graduate capabilities and threshold standards. And while “universities 
are beginning to be more specific about which of the generic outcomes (graduate attributes) 
 are ‘developed’ or ‘fostered’, and more importantly which ones are assessed”, measuring 
generic graduate capabilities remains contentious and problematic (Oliver, 2011, p.2). 
 
Models for effective creative pedagogies have long been available in the arts and creative 
industries (Eisner, 2002), and disciplines such as engineering, business and science also 
provide innovative examples from which lessons can be learned (Barrow, 2010; Kazerounian 
& Foley, 2007; Petocz, Reid & Taylor, 2009). For example, a discipline-based model 
generated by Kazerounian and Foley (2007) for engineering includes ten maxims for fostering 
creativity, namely: keep an open mind; tolerate ambiguity and teach students to tolerate the 
discomfort of searching for answers; allow time for iterative process, including incubation; 
reward creativity; lead by example; accept learning to fail; encourage risk; search for multiple 
answers; promote internal motivation, which comes from relevance and meaning in the tasks; 
and ensure ownership and control of learning.  
 
In the problematic domain of technology-enhanced learning (e-learning), however, there are 
fewer models on which to draw and less available evidence about teaching creatively and 
teaching for creativity. These contexts rely particularly on the integration of creative 
pedagogical practice to be effective and forward thinking (Bain & McNaught, 2006), and 
rapidly changing digital technologies may disrupt patterns of engagement, as well as 
pedagogical and social relationships. For example, while connectivity is immensely helpful 
for creative endeavours, too much connectivity creates an excess of information, which 
interferes with emergence, and leads to a lack of engagement (Tosey, 2007). In addition, 
while ICTs open up possibilities for collective reflection and interaction in new online spaces, 
there is a need for teachers to support and mentor groups as creative groups, not just as groups 
per se (Kim et al., 2009). Consequently, planning for patterns of engagement in these new 
contexts is demanding and requires creative pedagogic approaches. 
 
Conclusion and future research 
 
Given the importance assigned to creativity, its intrinsic personal and social value, and its 
value to the economy, there is an ongoing need to more closely explore concepts and models 
of creative pedagogical practice. To support teachers to design for and foster creativity in 
practice requires more than the production of guidelines and delivery of professional 
development workshops. Though these actions are valuable and even transformative, 
developing sustainable creative capacity is also about understanding the whole milieu, the 
social, political and technological context, disciplinary cultures, personal dispositions and 
beliefs about learning, teaching and creativity. Csikszentmihalyi’s (2006) framework provides 
a foundation for deliberations as it directs focus on three important elements–the person, the 
culture and its domains, and a field of experts. Within this framework the conditions for 
emergence of creativity and creative ecologies can be critiqued as a system of interactions and 
relationships, not merely discrete elements.  
 
Further research by the author to discover what it means to be a creative teacher in the new 
technology-enhanced interaction spaces of higher education is underway. It includes critique 
of personal and disciplinary learning and teaching approaches, examination of contextual 
factors, such as the impact of ICTs, and consideration of terminology that furthers the 
discourse without constraining debate or limiting disciplinary difference and diversity. In 
addition, investigation of learning designs (pedagogical patterns), as representations of 
creative effort, and as a means of sharing best practice across the sector is expected to 
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